Key indicators: single-crystal X-ray study; T = 293 K; mean (C-C) = 0.004 Å; R factor = 0.069; wR factor = 0.135; data-to-parameter ratio = 14.9.
Data collection: APEX2 (Bruker, 2008) ; cell refinement: SAINT (Bruker, 2008) ; data reduction: SAINT; program(s) used to solve structure: SHELXTL (Sheldrick, 2008) ; program(s) used to refine structure: SHELXTL; molecular graphics: SHELXTL; software used to prepare material for publication: SHELXTL.
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Comment
In recent years, a variety of α-diimine ligands containing various ortho and para position substituted N-aryl rings (Johnson et al. 1995; Killian et al.. 1996; Popeney et al.. 2005; Yuan et al., 2005; Wang et al. 2013 ) and backbone effects (Helldörfer et al.. 2003) and teraryl substituted-α-diimine ligands (Ionkin et al.. 2004; Meinhard et al.. 2007) were employed to study their influence on the catalytic activity of α-diimine-Ni(II) complexes. In this study, we designed and synthesized the title compound as a bidentate ligand. The molecule lies on a crystallographic inversion centre. The single bond of 1, 4-diazabutadiene fragment is (E)-configured. The dihedral angles between the 1,4-diazabutadiene plane and the benzene ring bonded to the N atom are 70.12 (96)° and 81.08 (97)° for the terminal phenyl group, resp. The dihedral angle between both aromatic ring planes is 29.19 (76)° ( Figure 1 ). The crystal packing shows stacking of molecules along a-axis ( Figure 2 ), however, no significant intermolecular H-bonding is observed. A very similar molecular structure is known from Yuan et al. (2013) .
Experimental
Formic acid (0.5 ml) was added to a stirred solution of 2-methyl-4-phenylaniline (0.916 g, 2.2 mmol) and 2,3-Butanedione (0.086 g, 1 mmol) in 20 ml anhydrous ethanol (20 ml). The mixture was stirred at 50 o C for 24 h, then cooled, and the precipitate was separated by filtration. The solid was recrystallized from ethanol/dichloromethane (v/v= 8:1), washed with cold ethanol and dried under vacuum to give the title compound. Yield is 86%. Crystals suitable for X-ray structure determination were grown from a cyclohexane/dichloromethane (v:v= 1:2) solution. Anal. Calc. for C 30 H 28 N 2 : C, 86.50; H, 6.78; N, 6.72. Found: C, 86.62; H, 6.57; N, 6.58.
Refinement
Positions of the methyl H atoms were derived from Fourier maps (HFIX 137), with C-H 0.96 Å and U iso (H) = 1.5U eq (C).
All other H atoms were placed in geometrically idealized positions and constrained to ride on their parent atoms with C-H distances distances of 0.93 Å and U iso (H) = 1.2U eq (C).
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Figure 1
The title molecule with displacement ellipsoids plotted at 50% probability level. Atoms with label "a" are related by the symmetry code (-x+1, -y+1, -z).
Figure 2
Crystal packing viewed along the a-axis. Refinement. Refinement of F 2 against ALL reflections. The weighted R-factor wR and goodness of fit S are based on F 2 , conventional R-factors R are based on F, with F set to zero for negative F 2 . The threshold expression of F 2 > σ(F 2 ) is used only for calculating R-factors(gt) etc. and is not relevant to the choice of reflections for refinement. R-factors based on F 2 are statistically about twice as large as those based on F, and R-factors based on ALL data will be even larger.
2,3-Bis[(3-methylbiphenyl-4-yl)imino]butane

Fractional atomic coordinates and isotropic or equivalent isotropic displacement parameters (Å 2 )
x y z U iso */U eq C1 0.6218 (4) −0.0240 (5) 0.17712 (7) 0.0644 (9) 
